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Consensus or Conviction? 
Human relations in our enlightened age has become 
the subject of great concern to business, government , 
and other social institutions. Many have suggested that 
in this area lies the hope for world peace . Jesus was a 
master strategist in human relations. He dealt effectively 
with the masses and throngs who swirled about Him in 
the cities and countrysides. He also personally and indi-
vidually trained a few select workers -- His apostles. In 
Matthew 16:13-19 our Lord reveals both sides of the 
busy life He led. He displays an interest in public opinion 
as to His real identity and He also gives close attention 
to the apostles' image of Him. 
Recognizing Christ as an adroit strategist in human 
relations we point to the significant fact that this was 
the first time He confronted His intimate associates with 
the all-important question about His identity. After two 
years of public teaching and ministry our Lord decided it 
was time to sample the thinking of His followers. Many 
reasons must have dictated this as the opportune moment. 
Mighty works had been wrought, wondrous deeds per-
formed, weak bodies made strong, useless limbs restored 
to service, insensitive eyes and ears quickened, and, above 
all, the will of God had been progressively revealed. Now 
it is time to pause for a consensus. 
His first or preliminary question is, "Who do men 
say that the Son of man is?" (Matthew 16: 13). The 
presupposition for this inquiry was that men did think 
something about Christ! Our Lord is too often pictured 
as a limp, flaccid, sad, and sorrowing hermit. The Gospel 
writers, however, show us an entirely different picture. 
No man ever met Christ without being affected! The 
multitudes fortunate enough to hear the famed Sermon 
on the Mount "were astonished at his teaching: for he 
taught them as one having authority, and not as their 
scribes" (Matthew 7 :28, 29). Matthew does not here fal-
sify a report about Christ. He says that the crowds were 
deeply affected. "Astonished" or "astounded" is his pic-
ture of our Lord's impact on that group. 
Within the apostolic circle there were similar reac-
tions on various occasions. In the full call of Andrew, 
Peter, James, and John recorded by Luke in chapter 5:1-
11 of his Gospel these disciples reacted with amazement 
to the Lord's person and power . Following an unexpected 
and abundant catch of fish, as predicted by Jesus, the 
following scene is painted by Luke. "But Simon Peter, 
when he saw it, fell down at Jesus' knees, saying, 
Depart from me; for I am a sinful man, 0 Lord, For he 
was amazed, and all that were with him, at the draught 
of fishes which they had taken; and so were also James 
and John, sons of Zebedee, who were partners with 
Simon" (Luke 5:8-10). 
But not all reactions to Jesus were as thrilling and 
wonderful. Our original thesis was that "no man ever 
met Christ without being affected!" There were those 
who reacted violently to His claims. Such was the situa-
tion with the mobs who called for His death when ques-
tioned by Pilate. "Pilate saith unto them, what then shall 
I do unto Jesus who is called Christ? Th ey all say, Let 
him be crucified. And he said, Why, what evil hath he 
done? But they cried out exceedingly, saying, Let him 
be crucified" (Matthew 27 :22, 23). Astonished multi-
tudes, amazed disciples, and enraged enemies! No man 
ever met Christ without being affected! 
But our Lord's concern for public opinion in the 
question "Who do men say that the Son of man is?" is 
not without value . In the Apostles' answers are indica-
tions that not all the varying opinions of men were 
unfavorable. "Some :Say John the Baptist; some, Elijah; 
and others, Jeremiah, or one of the prophets" (Matthew 
16:14). 
The people had been unable to forget the flaming 
prophet of the Judean Wilderness who refused to be a 
"reed shaken in the wind." The reports about Christ 
had even caused the Herod that beheaded John the Bap-
tist to remark to his servants, "This is John the Baptist; 
he is risen from the dead; and therefore do these powers 
work in him" (Matthew 14 :2). 
Elijah, the well-known Old Testament prophet, had 
not been forgotten by the people of Jesus' day. As there 
was a vivid image of John the Baptist in the commoP-
mind so there was a sacred spot reserved in the common 
heart for that famous prophet who successfully repudiat-
ed four hundred prophets of Baal single-handedly! This 
identification of Jesus with Elijah was not too inaccurate 
and indicated some knowledge of Old Testament proph-
ecy. Just four hundred years earlier Malachi had closed 
the Old Testament canon with the following promise 
from God. "Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet 
before the great and terrible day of Jehovah come" 
(Malachi 4 :5) . Many of those who espoused this view of 
Christ, however, were unaware of the Lord's words about 
John the Baptist. "And if ye are willing to receive it, this 
is Elijah, that is to come" (Matthew 11:14). 
Jeremiah, the weeping prophet of Jerusalem's fall, 
was another Old Testament character with whom Jesus 
was favorably connected in the popular mind. The Jews 
loved the sad figure of a lamenting Jeremiah. Living in 
Jerusalem at the time of its greatest desecration the 
old prophet became the symbol of saddened and bereav-
ing Judah. 
The varying answers of men point up a universal 
observation about man. He always has someth ing to say 
about everything! And our modern age has pushed this 
characteristic to extreme lengths . 
In the religious world for example we have almost 
totally capitulated to a "salvation by survey." No longer 
do the words of Paul to the Corinthians have a place in 
our hearts and lives. "Now these things , brethren, I 
have in a figure transferred to myself and Apollos for 
your sakes; that in us ye might learn not to go beyond 
the things which are written; that no one of you be 
puffed up for the one against the other" (I Corinthians 
4:6) . When questions of morality and ethics arise the 
prevailing attitude is, "Let's take a vote and see!" Prin-
ciple is all too often sacrificed for the majority vote of 
fallible and fickle men. The clothes we wear, the food we 
eat, the cars we drive, the attitudes and values that 
control our lives, are almost entirely governed by the 
feeling of the crowd. 
The current emphasis on empirical method a n d 
material observation has in some quarters flowered into 
the religious cult of scientism. Jesus reprimanded the 
Jews who questioned Him about the coming of the King-
dom like many moderns need to be rebuked. "The king-
dom of God cometh not with observation: neither shall 
they say, Lo, here! or, There! for lo, the kingdom of God 
is within you" (Luke 17:20, 21). The scientific approach 
has reaped untold benefit for this age but our optimism 
for empiricism and observation must be controlled. 
We must not allow the question, "Who do men say 
that the Son of man is?", captivate our entire time and 
attention. Opinions of men are valuable within certain 
limits but we must remember they are still opinions. 
Many intelligent persons have revolted from Christianity 
because men too often have crystalized opinions into 
dogma. I must join this revolt against crystalized opin-
ions and dogmatic systems of men. In the words of H. H. 
Henson, "Public opinion rises and falls with the discon-
certing rapidity of a mountain torrent which in the morn-
ing is a formidable river, and by nightfall has shrunk to 
a petty stream. It is powerful to destroy, but, for all the 
purposes of civilized life, it is powerless to serve." (H. H. 
Henson, Ad Clerum. London: S.P .C.K., 1958, pp. 33-34.) 
The Lord rebuked the Pharisees for this very tenden-
cy. "Ye hypocrites, well did Isaiah prophesy of you, say-
ing; This people honoreth me with their lips; but their 
heart is far from me. But in vain do they worship me, 
teaching as doctrines the precepts of men" (Matthew 
15:7-9). 
Earlier in our discussion we described the Lord's 
question, "Who do men say that the Son of man is?" as 
"preliminary." This designation is justified by the con-
tent and concern of the second question of our text. "He 
saith unto them, But who say ye that I am?" (Matthew 
16:15). 
Now we turn from the mas ses and throngs to the 
individual and the personal. God has always been con-
cerned with the individual, with the small things of life. 
"But if God doth so cloth e the grass of th e field, which 
today is, and tomorrow is cast into the oven, shall he not 
much more clothe you, 0 ye of little faith?" (Matthew 
6:30). In a day of mass transportation, ma ss communica-
tion, mass destruction, and mass religion it is extrem ely 
comforting to know that "there shall be joy in heaven 
over one sinner that repenteth, more than over ninety 
and nine righteous persons, who need no rept:ntance" 
(Luke 15 :7). Jesus reveals genuine interest in the indi-
vidual person by asking, "But who say ye that I am?" 
The time for survey, consensus, and observation is 
over . The imperative question of the moment concerns 
the conviction of each apostle. Even as at this very 
minute Christ asks you and me, "But who say ye that I 
am?" Proceeding from the general to the particular, 
from public opinion to personal conviction , Jesus drives 
home to the innermost part of our hearts, "But who say 
ye that I am?" 
Admittedly , this is a disconcerting question to most 
of us, as it must have been to the apostles. They were 
happy to echo the opinions of others but now to answer 
for themselves, that was another and more serious mat-
ter. Jesus had a habit of asking direct and simple ques-
tions that could not be evaded. The Jewish lawyer, for 
instance, had been in control of the conversation about 
his neighbor until Jesus talked about the Good Samaritan 
and drove home the question, "Which of these three, 
thinkest thou, proved neighbor unto him that fell among 
the robbers?" (Luke 10:36). In a moment of stunned re-
flection the lawyer could only reply, "He that showed 
mercy on him," thereby revealing Jesus as the true 
master of that situation (Luke 10 :37). 
Addressed to each of us engaged in this study is the 
Master's declaration, "Behold, I stand at the door and 
knock: if any man hear my voice and open the door, I will 
come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me" 
(Revelation 3 :20). It would be so comforting to rational-
ize that Christ had never directed to me a question like 
that asked of the apostles. But this would deny the gentle 
knock that each of us can hear at this very minute. 
More remarkable, however, than this overwhelming 
question is Peter 's immediate response to it. "And Simon 
Peter answered and said, Thou art the Christ, the Son 
of the Living God" (Matthew 16 :16). Peter's confession 
was not a humanly devised creedal statement. The words 
of the text that follow this outburst reveal the true 
source of such a majestic truth. "And Jesus answered 
and said unto him, Blessed art thou , Simon Bar-Jonah: 
for flesh and blood hath not reveal ed it unto the e, but 
my Fath er who is in heaven" (Matthew 16:17). "Flesh 
and blood" had already given its answers -- John the 
Baptist, Elijah, Jeremiah or one of the prophets. (Mat-
thew 16:14). Now heaven reveals and ordains that Jesus 
be recognized and identified for what He was -- "the only 
begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth" (John 
1 :14). 
Earlier in His ministry our Lord suggested the im-
portance of the very thing Peter here does . "Every one 
therefore who shall confess me before men, him will I 
also confess before my Father who is in heaven. But 
whosoever shall deny me before men, him will I also deny 
before my Father who is in heaven'' (Matthew 10 :32, 33). 
The Apostle Paul later urged vocal confession as 
imperative to conversion to Christ. In the tenth chapter 
of his Epistle to the Romans Paul brings us to a fuller 
appreciation of Peter's confession. " ... because if thou 
shalt confess with thy mouth Je sus as Lord, and shalt 
believe in thy heart that God raised him from the dead, 
thou shalt be saved: for with the heart man believeth 
unto righteousness; and with the mouth confession is 
made unto salvation" (Romans 10 :9, 10). 
Peter says of Christ, "You are God's true representa-
tive come from heaven to aid and save man." Jesus 
responds, "Yes, but this understanding did not originate 
with yourself, rather my Father in heaven revealed it 
to you." This is perfectly in keeping with the principle 
of revelation for our age that God "hath at the end of 
these days spoken unto us in his Son" (Hebrews 1 :2). 
The implications of Peter's grand confession are 
not fully realized until one read s th e story of an unusual 
conversion r ecorded in Acts 8. Th e Treasurer of Ethiopia 
was . returning to his native land after worshiping in 
Jerusalem at the temple. He was an unusually religious 
man reading his Bible as he traveled. The inspired evan-
gelist Philip was dispatched to intercept this man enroute 
from Jerusalem to Gaza. Upon being invited into his 
chariot to discuss and explain the scripture from Isaiah 
that he was r eading, "Philip opened his mouth, and 
beginnin g from thi s scripture, pr eached unto him Jesus" 
(Acts 8:35). 
Let Luke, the author of Acts, tell the rest of this 
strange story. "And as they went on the way, they came 
unto a certain wat er ; and th e eunu ch sa ith , Behold, her e 
is water; what doth hind er me to be bapti zed '! And Philip 
said, If thou believest with all th y heart, thou mayest. 
And h e answ ered and said, I believe that Jesus Chri st 
is the Son of God. And he commanded the chariot to stand 
still: and they both went down into the water, both Philip 
and the eunuch; and he baptized him" 
Christ's question had been answered! Today I ask 
you to listen intently and obediently to the voice of 
Jesus Christ as He speaks to you through the inspired 
pages of the New Testament. He has asked you to con-
fess, "Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God" 
(Matthew 16 :16). 
He calls for your repentance from sin (Luke 13 :3). 
Join hands and hearts with Peter the Apostle and the 
Ethiopian Treasurer in confessing, "Thou art the Christ, 
the Son of the Ii vi n g God' ' (Matthew 16 :16). Then 
through Ne w Testament baptism ratify that confession, 
testify to the reality of your professed faith, submit to 
and become a part of Jesus Christ (Mark 16: 16; Gala~ 
tians 3 :26, 27). 
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